RENDEZVOUS IN HELL

masterly paintings,, the chandeliers, the objects in gilt or tortoiseshell,
the marbles, the candelabra, had all been arranged as if by a woman
of impeccable taste with a great knowledge of the arts. The whole
effect might have been pompous and intolerable; but in fact it was at
once exquisite, calculated, livable-with and perfect.

And it must have been very difficult to decide, on any particular
evening, whether they would dine off silver plate, Compagnie des Indes,
or the service that had once belonged to the Bavarian .Court.

Pemrose had warned Jean-Noel never to speak of the hereditary
madness of the Bavarian royal family in front-of Maxime de Bayos.
Maxime was the product of an extraordinary mixture of -blood. His
ancestry was a succession of mysteries. He had unlikely cousins in every
corner of the world, from Brazil to Denmark and from Ireland to
Herzegovina. His mother, whose portraits he venerated as if they were
holy icons, had died mad.

Though his health was delicate, it was he who undertook the essen-
tial duties of housekeeping. He was meticulous and would spend hours
arranging little silver-gilt boxes ornamented with eagles. He knew by
heart the ceremonial of courts and could recite the King's menu at the
Petit Trianon. His knowledge of architecture, styles of furniture and
porcelain was equal to Lord Pemrose5 s knowledge of literature.

As for the man with the parasol, Lord Pemrose explained: "We're
all of very recent origin in Ben's eyes."

Whether one had, like Basil, three centuries of ancestors buried at
Gowen, or, like the Schoudlers, had been Barons of the Holy Roman
Empire for only eighty years, or one possessed, like Maxime de Bayos,
though he bore no title himself, mysterious alliances, made little differ-
ence in the eyes of Prince Galbani.

For the Prince belonged to the oldest aristocracy in the world. His
roots lay in the Roman Empire and even in mythology. The Galbani
were descended, or asserted their descent, from the Emperor Galba who
himself was descended, if Suetonius is to be believed, from Jupiter and
Pasiphae. And they had been asserting this for so long that one would
have had to go back to the fall of Ravenna to find anybody in a posi-
tion to contradict them. Benvenuto counted among his ancestors one of
Caesar's murderers. He bore on his arms the four nuts (galba, the soft-
shelled nut). And in a general sort of way he spoke of the Roman
Emperors as " My uncle Tiberius ... my uncle Vitellius ..."

The Galbani, throughout the Middle Ages, had fought with the
Orsini and the Colonna for the mastery of Rome and the possession of
the papacy. In fact Benvenuto drew most of his income from Sicilian
mines, and he owned a number of palaces in Italy in which a whole
government might have been accommodated.

He was the last of his illustrious race.  After him the name would
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